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Davis: Pioneer Florida: A Free Public School in St. Augustine, 1832

PIONEER FLORIDA
by T. FREDERICK DAVIS
A FREE PUBLIC SCHOOL IN ST. AUGUSTINE, 1832

This is an account of the first public school, under
the American system of support by property taxation, established in Florida after it became a possession of the United States by transfer from Spain
in 1821. The school was opened in St. Augustine
in 1832, and these facts concerning it are derived
largely from the contemporaneous St. Augustine
Florida Herald, copies of which are in the Library
of Congress. Apparently there are no extant official
records of the establishment of this school, and it
seems to be unknown to writers on Florida’s early
educational movements. Therefore, the ordinances
concerning the school, as published in the Florida
Herald, are quoted in full for their preservation and
for reference as well as their interest.
Following a year or two of agitation by several
educational societies in Florida for the establishment of free public schools in the Territory, the city
council of St. Augustine on February 4, 1832, passed
an ordinance for raising revenue, the second section
of which had a bearing upon the establishment of a
free public school. This was followed by a specific
ordinance on the subject, passed by the council on
March 31, 1832, (St. Augustine Florida Herald, May
17, 1832) :
AN ORDINANCE providing for the establishment of a free school within the limits of the city of
St. Augustine and for the expenses of the same, and
the appointment of Trustees for said school.
Be it ordained by the authority of the Mayor and
Aldermen of said city, that there shall be established
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within the limits of said city, a school which shall be
free to all free white children of both sexes residing
within the limits of said city: Provided that no children shall be admitted to said school whose parents
or guardians, or other persons having them under
charge, shall not pay a city tax ; which said school
shall be under the government of three Trustees
to be appointed annually on the 1st of March by
the city council.
2. Be it further ordained by the authority aforesaid, that one fourth of all the taxes that may be
levied and collected under and by virtue of any ordinance of said city be paid over on the first day of
January in each and every year, by the City Treasurer under the direction of the city council to said
trustees to be appropriated by them towards the
support of said school.
3. Be it further ordained by the authority aforesaid that the said trustees shall have power to make
all necessary rules and regulations for the government of said school; to appoint a teacher or teachers
for it, and allow such teacher or teachers such compensation as they may deem proper and make report
of their proceedings to the said city council when
requested or directed by them.
4. Be it further ordained by the authority aforesaid that it shall be the duty of the trustees so appointed as aforesaid on the expiration of their term
of office to pay over to those who may succeed them
such of the school funds as may be in their hands
taking duplicate receipts therefor and depositing
one of said receipts with the city treasurer.
Sec. 5. Be it further ordained by the authority
aforesaid, that in further aid of the establishment
of said free school, and providing for the expenses
of the same, there shall be levied and collected for
the year 1832, the following tax by persons owning
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taxable property within said city agreeably to an
ordinance, entitled an ordinance to provide for raising a revenue for the use of the city of St. Augustine
for the year 1832, and the collection thereof, passed
the 4th of Feb. 1832. [:]
On every hundred dollars in value of real estate,
25 cents, and when the value is under one hundred
dollars, 12 1/2 cents.
On every slave between the ages of fifteen and
fifty, 25 cents.
On every dray or cart kept for hire, 25 cents.
On every four wheel pleasure carriage, 25 cents.
On every dog, 25 cents.
On every person (other than transient traders)
vending goods, wares or merchandise within said
city, the following taxes, on amount of capital employed in trade, to wit;
On every hundred dollars, 10 cents,
On every sum less than one hundred dollars, 25
cents.
On every billiard table, 25 cents.
6. Be it further ordained by the authority aforesaid, That the amount of the taxes levied by this
ordinance, shall be ascertained by the returns made
to the city Treasurer as required by the 2d sec. of
the said ordinance, of 4th Feb. 1832, where returns
have been made and where no returns have been
made, then by the assessment made by the said city
treasurer agreeably to said 2d sect. of said last named ordinance. And the said taxes shall be deemed to
accrue from the 1st day of Jan. last, and be payable on the 1st Monday in May next to the City
Treasurer, and the same remedy for the collection
thereof shall be had and used as is provided for
the collection of the city revenue, by said ordinance
of 4th Feb. 1832, and the same penalties and liabilities in cases of failure to pay said taxes at the time

Published by STARS, 1943

3

Florida Historical Quarterly, Vol. 22 [1943], No. 4, Art. 4

PIONEER

FLORIDA

203

aforesaid, shall attach and be enforced against all
defaulters.
7. Be it further ordained by the authority aforesaid that the moneys collected and received under
and by virtue of this ordinance shall be paid over
to said Trustees by said city treasurer, under the
direction of said city council.
8. Be it further ordained by the authority aforesaid that the trustees aforesaid are hereby requested
to have the said school open and ready with one
or more instructors for the reception of free white
children of both sexes, of this city, on or before the
20th day of May next.
Passed 31st of March 1832.
John Gray, Jr. Mayor.
Test, Jos. S. Sanchez, Clerk.
The trustees appointed by the council in accordance with the ordinance were three of St. Augustine’s most prominent citizens, Thomas Douglas,
W. H. Simmons and G. W. Perpall (Florida Herald,
May 17, 1832). The day designated for the opening
of the school, May 20, was Sunday. We have no
explanation for this, and it remains for surmise to
picture religion as playing a part in the ceremonies.
Opposition
Opposition to the school developed at once. Communications, mostly against the school, poured in
to the editor of the Florida Herald, who published a
number of them. From these we view the antagonism as coming from people of considerable property, who were amply able and preferred sending
their own children to private or pay schools and
were therefore not disposed to pay the special taxes
for the education of children of the poor-they were
not philanthropic to that extent. To accomplish the
downfall of the school, its opponents held a massmeeting at the court house, when considerable feeling was displayed. They claimed that the city had
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no legal right under its charter to levy special taxes
for the support of a school; and further, that it
was not a free school anyway, as only children of
a tax-payer could attend, as provided under the first
section of the ordinance creating it. Legal action
was sought to prevent the collection of the school
tax, which was later shown to be a legal prerogative
under the city charter. The second claim about being a “free” school was only technical, for there was
not a white resident of St. Augustine so poor that
he could not get himself a dog, pay the 25 cent tax,
and thereby become a “tax-payer” in the sense of
permitting his children to enroll in the school.
The opposition, at times bitter, was finally successful, and the school, after nearly five months of
operation, was ordered discontinued by the city
council. Much of the bitterness concerning the
school is reflected in the proclamation of the mayor
announcing its demise. (From the Florida Herald) :
PROCLAMATION

Mayor’s Office Oct. 17th, 1832.
In pursuance of a resolution of the City Council,
I hereby make known to the citizens of St. Augustine, that the free school recently established in this
city under and in virtue of the act of incorporation
of the 4th of February 1831 [1832?] has been suspended. It is proper and perhaps expected by those
who have both advocated and supported so useful
and beneficial an institution to explain the motives
and reasons which have induced the City Council to
discontinue it. A charitable and benevolent feeling
for those whose station in life rendered them unable to bestow upon their children the advantages of
education, and an honest and thorough conviction
of the important benefits that must necessarily result to the community from a measure effectually
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calculated to improve the minds and morals of the
young who are now springing up among us, and
render them useful citizens, and virtuous members
of society, induced the City Council to establish this
school by taxation, as the only mode which could
render it permanent. The plan was the only effectual one that could be suggested, and which is in
general and practical operation in many parts of
the United States, where hundreds and thousands
of the youth of our country are enjoying and reaping the benefits of a good education on economical
terms. Various objections were stated by certain
persons to this institution at its first establishment,
but obviously intended to cloak the real motives of
their opposition, as we think that no reason offered
by them can strike the mind of any reasonable
being with any force whatever. Three competent
persons were appointed to conduct the school, one
female and two male instructors, to receive the three
a sum not exceeding $1100 per annum, and this
raised by a tax in proportion to the amount of
property owned by those subjected to it. But the
small circle of opposition soon began to expand, until the most decided and inveterate hostility, threw
every embarrassment that could be devised in the
way, and resorted to every measure that could impede and finally annihilate the school, by refusing
themselves to pay, and encouraging others also to
resist the payment of the taxes necessary for its
support. They have succeeded, and let the consequences rest with them. The school is ended-one
hundred and twenty children are again turned
adrift; those, whose parents can afford it, to continue their education in some other institution, but
those whose parents are unable to assist them, to
grow up in ignorance, and at some future day to
curse in bitterness of heart those who have thus
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contributed to their degradation and wretchedness.
The City Council have discharged their duties-and
though they have been compelled to submit to the
opposition for the present, they are sustained by a
conscious feeling that they have acted for the peoples good. To those who have opposed them in this
useful measure, they wish that time may bring no
bitter reflection for the injury they have done to
themselves and their unfortunate fellow creatures.
Whilst they sincerely regret the condition of those
who have been the victims of a selfish opposition,
and trust that their suffering offspring will find a
redress in the watchful care of a superintending
providence.
Let those alone rejoice, who grudge to the children
of the poor, the benefits of learning.
John Gray, Jr. Mayor
Test, Jos. S. Sanchez, Clerk.
From a communication in the Florida Herald,
October 25, 1832, we have a glance at the operation
of the school:
“Previous to the dismission of the school, an
examination of the scholars was held by the Trustees and Members of the Council, in the presence
of several of the most respectable inhabitants of
the city. The proficiency of the boys in the different
branches taught at the school, in Reading, Parsing,
Writing, Arithmetic, and Astronomy, excited the
admiration of all present, and reflected the highest
credit on the diligence and capacity of the scholars
and the skill and attention of their teachers. The
Council, indeed, were partly indebted to chance, for
having been enabled to secure the services of a
gentleman of such superior qualifications as a
Teacher, as Mr. Whittle, the Head-Master of the
Seminary, who appears to have been ably seconded
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by the zeal, and diligent attention of his Assistant,
Mr. Frazer.’’
The opposition to the school seems to have been
directed solely against the taxation imposed to support it. There is nothing in the controversy, as published, to indicate a spirit antagonistic to the education of the poorer class of whites, or even that of
the negroes, as has been so often charged against
the well-to-do of the South before the War Between
the States. In fact, a school for negro children
actually existed in St. Augustine at the time; this
we learn from one of the communications published
in the Florida Herald advocating the free public
school :
“Even the mind of the African has been awakened
to a sense of the value of Education . . . . Out of
their slender means, the negroes of this place [St.
Augustine] have contributed to maintain the humble
school of Mr. Ashman, which numbered at one time,
between twenty and thirty scholars, the greater part
of whom were coloured children. Some of these were
the children of slaves.”
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